Nehemiah 11:1-2, John 13:12-20

“What does it mean to be chosen?”

Once when I was in Russia I was feeling a little spontaneous and I went and tried to buy a rose for each of my girls, that would be 4 roses.  Well, the lady behind the counter said I wasn’t allowed to buy 4.  I could buy 3 or 5, but not 4.  I had no idea what she was talking about so I bought 1 rose and then came back and bought 3 more.  It wasn’t until later that I learned it is bad luck to buy 4.  There is a huge undercurrent of good and bad luck and actions that will inevitably send you plunging into fortune or failure depending on the most trivial and seemingly inconsequential things.  

There is so much talk about destiny or fate and what we are looking at today has been accused by some as being the same type of mentality.  We are going to look at this concept that is called predestination, now before you get up and leave, it really is not that difficult a concept and it is incredibly practical and applicable to our daily lives.  

Today Jesus speaks in our verses about choosing his disciples.  This choosing has the same ring in Greek as the word predestined that Paul uses in Romans 8:29-30.  We will see that it is not something to fear, but rather something to embrace because God has called us apart for a specific purpose.

READ

Our Nehemiah Scripture is somewhat random and yet it focuses upon this concept of being chosen.  No one wanted to move to the capital Jerusalem to rebuild the temple walls because the city had been destroyed, there was no infrastructure, it was a miserable place to live, everyone had settled in their own towns and villages and were perfectly happy.  The people chose some of the leaders to move back into the capital to see the rebuilding of it.  They were praised because they were moving back in, and it implies that they were thinking, better them than us.  It is a very negative view of being chosen specifically for God’s work.  In fact, we see that the rebuilding process does not go very well.  
Most people understand predestination as the belief that God holds all the cards and that we have no free will and no say in how our life will be played out.  Since God knows all things, what difference does it make what you do?  We might as well do what Solomon says in Ecclesiastes, eat, drink, and be merry.  I’m not going to tell you where to find that because you will use it against me some day.  Nobody is allowed to leave at this point of the sermon. There is so much more to predestination than any of this.
Even Psalm 139 one of my favorite Psalms tends to lead us to that point.  In vs. 16 we read: “In your book were written all the days that were formed for me, when one of them as yet existed.”  There is a definite approach that God certainly knows and hence controls all things down to how many days, hours and minutes we are going to live.  

I had a chance to do some leisurely reading this week so I picked up Jonathan Edwards and read his famous sermon, probably the most famous sermon ever preached, and it is called: Sinners in the hands of an angry God.  He says, much like Psalm 139 that we are all on the brink of eternity.  Each one of us without even realizing it is walking tip toe along a ridge that can send us plunging head down to the abyss and only by God’s grace are we help up.  Implying that when God’s grace is removed, that is when we tumble to our last day.  Hideous, scary thoughts, but effective in scaring the love of Jesus into someone.  When our day comes, and God knows when that day is, it comes suddenly and we have no control over it.

But we have come a long way from Jonathan  Edwards and I thank God for that.  We certainly do believe that within God’s plan and within the predestined course of history we certainly do have free will.  We cannot understand how it all works and we have to be content understanding that we do not know all that God knows, for if we did, we would be God.  But we do have free will even within the plans of God, look at history and it will tell you as much.  
You see predestination does not refer to a limitation on our freedom, nor a random decision by God to limit salvation.  Predestination does not point to an angry and harsh God who says at the beginning of time, you’re in and you’re out and there is nothing you can do about it.  No, rather God knows that he will win and that all of creation will be redeemed through his son Jesus Christ.  God predestined victory.  

Look for a moment before we go to John, at Romans 8:29-30.  I know, some of you don’t like it when we preachers skip around the Bible, it is hard to keep up, but there are the most clear verses on predestination that we have in Scripture.  These verses point to hope and glory as opposed to damnation and fear, there are no words of judgment here.  Rather it is filled with hope.  You see the Greek word for predestination is prognosis, or to tell what lies ahead of time, to know what is happening ahead.  Listen to the glory that is predicted.  There is nothing negative, no angry God.

We are reminded that we are made in the image of God, and that when Christ comes again that image will be rediscovered.  That was God’s plan for all of humanity since the beginning of time to be made in God’s image.  Even before we were born we were made in God’s image.  How can we forget that today when we gather around the table, or in a few short weeks we lift up little Braydn in baptism, the strongest symbol of predestination that we have.  What a powerful message we see that God has chosen us, even as little babes, to be his people, to be his children, even before we could choose him.

That is exactly the words that Jesus uses here in these verses when he talks about choosing.  But we do catch a glimpse of it here in Jesus’ words in John 13.  You remember the setting.  Jesus’ has just finished washing the disciples’ feet.  He then sits back down and ask them what could be a rhetorical question, but I think he really wants people to answer it.  He says, what did I just do?  And then he goes into the whole explanation that we have already covered of how we are called to be servants, we are called to outdo one another in love.  
That is the real message of these verses, but then he sneaks in, look at vs. 18, a simple little statement that I could have easily overlooked and cruised right on by and today we would not be talking about predestination.  He states: I know whom I have chosen.  This isn’t the first time that he chooses to use this word, chosen.  We see him use it in John 6:70 again when he is speaking with his disciples and he tells them, you did not choose me, I chose you.  Then again in 15:16, he uses the same term.  The term is apostolos which means literally an accredited representative.  Jesus chose the disciples as accredited representatives.  As people whose credentials were impeccable, why? Because they were children of God.  Their credentials do not come from what they have done, but rather because of the title and the grace that has been placed upon them by the one giving them the message.  
You know, knowing that we are chosen in God allows us to react in a number of different ways, but there are two in particular that most people take.  One could say, well, since it’s not up to me I’m going to float in the pool all day and not do a thing.  Jesus doesn’t want his chosen ones to be complacent.  He wants them to be active and working, he gives them the great commission to go out into all the world.  

The other approach comes from the realization that because Jesus chose us, as he tells his disciples here in these verse, because it is on him and not up to our works, and not relying upon our actions, the realization that each one of us is going to be judged when we fall off that impending cliff not according to what we do, but according to what Christ has already done for us.  He chose us, he is going to judge himself on his choosing, not on our actions.  Thank God for that.  The glory of predestination is simply that the future is not ultimately in our hands, but in God’s hands.  What was that?  I thought I heard something fall.  I did, it was the burden, that weight you have been carrying trying to do it all yourself because you feel like it is up to you, it’s not.  It doesn’t depend on us, but on God.  All things work for good not because of us, often in spite of us, but because of God.

This concept of allowing God to take the burden because he chose us has translated for many people into what Max Weber called the Protestant work ethic.  Those whom Jesus has chosen, an apostolon, has a specific task that is laid out for them.  This is true from the youngest to the eldest.  Every single person here is called to a specific task in order to advance the kingdom of God.  Each one of us is called.  It is impossible to be a disciple of Jesus Christ and be complacent, especially here in Strasburg, but it is true all over the world, because there is so much to be done for God’s sake around us wherever we are.

Brothers and sisters, we are chosen by God, and that is good news.  We are predestined to be his children which is not debilitating, but rather liberating.  It gives us the opportunity to be ourselves and to work freely without the burden of looking over our shoulder to make sure that what we are doing will please an angry God.  God is not angry, God has chosen us, wants us to succeed, cheers us on, and then welcomes us with open arms by saying well done good and faithful servant, well done.  Live out your mission to the fullest extent possible.  So that when the saints go marching in, we can all be a part of that number.
Amen.

